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If one has to do things for the good, in practice one is always 
faced with the question: for the good of whom? From that 
point on, things are no longer obvious. Doing things in the 
name of the good, and even more in the name of the good of 
the other, is something that is far from protecting us not only 
from guilt but also from all kinds of inner catastrophes.
jacq u es  l ac a n
Th e only true ethical stance is to assume fully the impossible 
task of symbolizing the Real, inclusive of its necessary failure.
slavoj  žižek
Is it at all possible to read and interpret ambiguity without 
reducing it in the very process of interpretation? Are reading 
and ambiguity in any way compatible?
s h os h a na  felm a n
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Th is project fi rst took shape in my mind in the fall of 2006. I had newly 
arrived in the United States, aft er six years in Germany, to study as a 
doctoral fellow at Yale University. On that fateful day in October, I was 
watching workers at Ground Zero as they laid the foundations for what 
was then called the Freedom Tower, the edifi ce meant to replace the Twin 
Towers that the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, had destroyed. Th e 
decision to embark on a book project about post-9/11 fi ction seemed to 
me at the time as recklessly ambitious as the Freedom Tower itself. Only 
a handful of writers had responded to the attacks, and aft er a fl urry of aca-
demic activity producing several books in 2003 (these were largely instant 
responses that had taken two years to be printed), little to nothing was 
going on in the fi eld. Although I cannot entirely reconstruct the motives 
behind my decision (and the blurriness of the memory is signifi cant in 
itself ), my resolve was confi rmed by 9/11 fi ctions that staged encounters 
resembling mine—resolutions and anxieties formed at Ground Zero—
begging the question of what exactly I and other New York locals and 
pilgrims were responding to. And why did we feel impelled to take on 
life projects, as it were; what was the nature of this imperative, and what 
caused it? To what extent does the site elicit a personal reaction, and how 
do we, on an objective level, make sense of it as an ethical imperative? Part 
of my intention in this book has been to answer that question. In doing 
so I have attempted to put the ethical debates emerging from the attacks 
into conversation with transnational accounts of 9/11 as an event shaped 
and prefi gured by global histories. In light of this international remap-
ping of Ground Zero, the concept of post-9/11 ethics appeared even more 




stringent and unresolved, occluded by the imperious morality of the rap-
idly escalating War on Terror.
In the process of writing, I have incurred intellectual debts that are as 
transnational and wide-ranging as the book itself. I have been fortunate 
to receive fi nancial support from several institutions. I am grateful to the 
Council for Gender Equality at the University of Constance for a gener-
ous fellowship in early 2006 and a three-month grant in 2009; the Baden-
Württemberg Foundation for a two-year doctoral scholarship (lgfg) at 
the University of Constance, as well as for a ten-month doctoral fellow-
ship at Yale University (2006–07); the German Research Foundation 
(dfg) for travel grants to attend conferences at the University of British 
Columbia and Syracuse University, as well as for a research grant to sup-
port my archival work at Columbia University in the fall of 2008. Th e 
staff  of the Columbia Oral History Archives off ered valuable suggestions 
in consulting the vast 9/11 archive hosted by the department.
Th is book refl ects conversations with colleagues and friends in the re-
search colloquia of my dissertation supervisor at the University of Con-
stance, Prof. Dr. Reingard M. Nischik, who unstintingly supported this 
project from gestation to completion. None of this would have materi-
alized without her nurturing generosity. I would also like to thank the 
students in my 9/11-themed seminars at the Universities of Constance 
and Paderborn, who were quick to engage in dialogue about the ethics 
and aesthetics of representing 9/11 and wrote fascinating essays as well 
as some remarkable poems about their own experience of the attacks. I 
have found their verve and emotional investment quite stimulating. I also 
benefi ted from a visiting teaching position at the University of Paderborn 
in 2009, and I am indebted to Christoph Ribbat for his friendship and 
professional guidance at an important (and precarious) time. And in ways 
that continue to teach me the value of intellectual generosity and sheer 
enjoyment of our profession, Jörn Glasenapp has been the best chair and 
supervisor I could wish for at the University of Bamberg.
I negoti ated the publication process during my postdoctoral fellowship 
at the U.S. Studies Centre, University of Sydney (2010–11), where I got 




the opportunity to discuss both the book and the publishing world with 
Brendon O’Connor and Paul Giles. I will always remember this phase 
in my career as one in which I drew sustenance from Paul’s unwavering 
support and encouragement. In the fi nal stages of the project I learned 
from the comments of several anonymous reviewers on chapters pub-
lished separately in journals. For permission to republish portions of this 
book, I gratefully acknowledge zaa, lit: Literature Interpretation Th eory, 
Textual Practice, and Critique. Th e rigorous responses of the anonymous 
readers who reviewed the book manuscript were also invaluable. Like-
minded audiences over the years at ubc, Syracuse, Amsterdam, fu Berlin, 
Konstanz, Bayreuth, Saarbrücken, and Frankfurt helped with challenging 
questions and excellent advice. I am indebted to my extraordinary editor, 
Merrin Lazyan, for her intelligence and meticulousness and the impec-
cable standards of her work. At the University of Nebraska Press, Kristen 
Elias Rowley has been an encouraging and accommodating guide, steer-
ing me through the publication process with confi dent, knowing, and 
always dependable hands. For her careful and perceptive reading of the 
manuscript, I thank my copyeditor, Judith Hoover. Much appreciation 
also goes to my project editor, Sara Springsteen, for her patience.
Rather quaintly, perhaps, I dedicate this fi rst book to my high school 
English teacher Nicoleta Croitoru, who instilled in me a constant fear 
of inadequacy and a great hunger to excel. Th ough modulated by the in-
tervening years, this imprint has remained an organic part of who I am. 
Finally, I am grateful to my family in Romania, and to Rudi, for being my 
closest, most generous interlocutor. Th ank you.
Part of chapter 1 was previously published, in diff erent form, as “9/11 
Trauma and Visual Witnessing in Helen Schulman’s A Day at the Beach,” 
Critique: Studies in Contemporary Fiction 53.1 (2012): 1–15.
Part of chapter 2 was previously published, in diff erent form, as “Scape-
goating in ‘Ground Zero’: Patrick McGrath’s Allegory of World-Histori-
cal Trauma,” Textual Practice 26.2 (2012): 293–317.
Part of chapter 3 was previously published, in diff erent form, as “Race, 




Risk, and Fiction in the War on Terror: Laila Halaby, Gayle Brandeis, 
Michael Cunningham,” lit: Literature Interpretation Th eory 21.4 (2010): 
242–68.
Part of chapter 4 was previously published, in diff erent form, as “‘Th e 
Internationalization of Conscience’: Representing Ethics in Pat Barker’s 
Double Vision,” zaa: A Quarterly of Language, Literature and Culture 58.1 
(2010): 55–70. Used with permission.
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